Introduction
"What are those few dots for?" The question seems to be rather odd. Are not dots meant to define an ambiguous rasm ‫ﻛﯩٮ‬ which might be read as ‫ﻛﺘﺐ‬ kitāb or ‫ﻛﻨﺖ‬ kuntu? The same way we use vowel signs to distinguish between َ ‫ﻛﺘﺒﺖ‬ katabta and ُ ‫ﻛﺘﺒﺖ‬ katabtu? The approach we intuitively take is one of reading Arabic in three layers. A first layer would be the one of the most ambiguous intimately involved in writing and reading documents, were quite different from those of modern authors writing for a mass public of occasional and professional readers.
Sources
Let us now go back to the beginning of Arabic scribe culture and look at those early dots again. On the following pages, I shall analyse three of the oldest corpora in existence:
7 the official letters of Qurra b. Šarīk, the Muslim governor of Egypt, written around 90-91/709-710, the letters stored in the family archive of a certain Mīr b. Bēk south of Balḫ , from 138/755 until 160/777, and the mosaic inscription inside the Jerusalem Dome of the Rock, commissioned by ʿAbd al-Malik b. Marwān, caliph of the Islamic Empire, carrying the date of 72/692. To this I will add a few papyri and inscriptions of the first century of the Higˇra. It goes without saying that all three corpora show the ravages of time. As for the papyri, they were discarded after some time and this resulted in minor and major damage. The inscription, on the other hand, has always been prominently on display and therefore been subject to political demands. But apart from that, all three have mostly survived in their original state.
The more than hundred official letters of Qurra b. Šarīk in Greek and/or Arabic might reasonably be considered a corpus. They focus on one topic, i.e. on the tribut those in charge in the Upper Egyptian province of Išqawh or Aphrodito should have collected or had already delivered. These documents have mostly been studied with regard to the transition from Byzantine Greek to Muslim Arab administration. Till now the Arabic text of about 70 of them has been published but more might be found. The following remarks are based, if possible, on the editions, i.e. where the editions dealt with the dots I relied on them, if not, I used the plates leaving out all ambiguous cases. 8 between ; Ettinghausen 1974, 306; Tabbaa 1991 Tabbaa -1994 Bierman 2001, 25f . (with further references).-For this contextual literacy, see Bierman 2001, 25f. 7 The fourth major corpus in existence, coins and seals had to be neglected due to its big size. For diacritical dots on coins see, however, Grohmann 1967 Grohmann -1971 8 Arabic Qurra papyri used were P.Heid.Arab. 1-19; 21-22; a-l; P.BeckerPAF 1-14; 15.2; 15.3; 17; P.BeckerNPAF 1-16; P.GrohmannQorra-Brief; P.Ross-Georg. IV 10; 12; 14; 27.I.h; P.Cair.Arab. 146-166; P.CadellFragments 1; P.DiemAphrodito, 272; actually, a good number of the editions are re-publications. For a list of all Arabic Qurra papyri published, see Diem 1984a , for a survey of all Greek and Greek-Arabic Qurra papyri published, Cadell 1968, 142-152.- All Arabic Qurra papyri, with most later emendations, can be found in the Arabic Papyrology Database (http://www.ori.uzh.ch/apd). For the latter, see Kaplony 2007. At first sight, these documents seem to be devoid of dots. A closer look, however, reveals that there are some dots, in part rather strokes. These mostly follow the rules we use today, with fāʾ and qāf being represented in some cases in the Mašriqī way (one dot above vs. two dots above), in some others in the Magṙibī way (one dot below vs. one dot above), and some even in a third way (qāf having one dot below), and alif to design long ā occasionally missing.
9
Search as diligently as you may, you will find no word which is dotted consistently-not even within a single document-, no lemma, no root, no stem and no word category. All words, roots, stems and word categories are in most cases without dots. Putting dots was in no case compulsory.
One of the most fascinating findings of Arabic papyrology are the thirtytwo official letters from the family archive of Mīr b. Bēk (P.Khurasan) . Most of them are tax-receipts proving that the family had delivered the annual tribute. These documents were issued half a century after those of Qurra b. Sharīk, in the Early ʿAbbāsid period. They originate from a small place called Asp south of Balḫ (today Mazār-i Šarīf in Afghanistan) and not from Egypt, as most Arabic documents of this time do. Their recent publication opens up new horizons for Arabic orthography: the dots found in them are put in the same way as those of the Umayyad period. This is also the case in the monumental inscription inside the Jerusalem Dome of the Rock (MCIA Jérusalem 216, here quoted as DR). 10 Being high above below the ceiling on the outer and inner façade of the octagonal arcade, this is in fact the oldest Muslim theological statement existing, with a strong bias against Christian theology. Therefore it has mostly been studied in the context of the many religious and political claims connected with Jerusalem, the central city of the Late Roman Mediterranean, to legitimise political rule. Dots occur very unevenly on the two sides of the arcade: they are quite frequent on the inner side, 11 but on the outer side only one word is dotted. The dots are almost invisible and it has been claimed that they were added later, 9 All instances are given in the appendix.-For the peculiarities of Magṙibī orthography, see Houdas 1886; Moritz 1913, 401ab; 407ab; Grohmann 1924, 71; Grohmann 1952, 84f.; Bergsträsser and Pretzl 1938, 258; Abbott 1939, 41-44; Kessler 1970, 14; Endress 1982, 175f.; Gruendler 1993, 126; Rāgib 1991a, 18; van den Boogert 1989; Déroche 2000, 237; 239; Gruendler 2006, 152. 10 Instances are quoted by the number of the note in Kessler 1970.-The inscriptions on the bronze tablets (MCIA Jérusalem 216-217), formerly on the building's east and north doors, now in the Islamic Museum, seem to be devoid of diacritical dots (van Berchem 1922 (van Berchem -1949 pl. XI.1; XI.2) .
11 The inscription differs on both sides in two more palaeographic peculiarities: on the inner side there is a strict baseline (Gruendler 1993, 94 n. 129) , and no ornaments divide the parts of speech (Kessler 1970, 11). when the ʿAbbāsids claimed the building for themselves, but this has been refuted in an exhaustive analysis by Christel Kessler. The dots basically follow the same rules as the Qurra papyri, with qāf and fāʾ being represented in the Mašriqī way ( fāʾ with one dot above), in the Magṙibī way (qāf with one dot above), or in the third way mentioned above (qāf with one dot below), long ā occasionally written in scripta defectiva, and no hamza.
These findings, finally, should be put in the context of all other Arabic documents preserved from the first century of the Higˇra. Going through all the material would have been beyond our scope, but the evidence has, fortunately, already been sifted by Beatrice Gruendler, and I restrict myself almost completely to her choice. 12 In the papyri she describes, dots are found on four tax receipts, on a tax payment request (ἐντάγιον) to the people of Naṣ tān near Gaza and on another one to the people of Ahnās, on three protocols, on a petition from Central Asia written on leather, and on a business letter on parchment written across a Latin Bible text.
13 Dots are also found on early inscriptions: on two inscriptions near Madāʾin Ṣ āliḥ mentioning a certain Zuhayr, on the building inscriptions of two dams near Ṭ āʾif and near Medina, on a milestone from Bāb al-Wād near Jerusalem, on the legend on the painting of the six rulers in Quṣ ayr ʿAmra B and on the Bowl of Sulaymān [b. ʿAbd al-Malik], on an inscription in Mecca, and on a blessing found in Qaṣ r Ḫ arāna A.
14 These widely dispersed papyri and inscriptions, obviously, are no corpus and any conclusion based only on them would be premature, but they are perfectly useful to complete the image we get from our three main corpora.
A. Affixes (16 Types, 130 Tokens)
In all these texts there are dots. Presuming that those professional scribes did not put them at random, let us try and find a pattern in the way the few 12 Gruendler 1993, with convenient plates of most of these papyri and inscriptions published in widely dispersed places. 13 The tax receipts: PERF 558 (22/643); P.DiemAphrodito, 272 (22/643); P. existing dots were put. Did some places attract dots more than others? A close analysis of our material shows that one third of all dots go with affixes, another third with particles. Of the remaining ones, one half concerns a small choice of verbs and nouns, while the other half is made up of verbs and nouns occuring only once with dots; occassionally dots help to read non-Arabic names and terms.
About one third of all dots concern affixes (i.e. pre-, in-and suffixes) 15 of ambiguous rasm. Thus, with verbs, we have dots on the suffixes -tu, -ta, -tum of the perfect (suffix-mode), on ta-and tu-, ya-and yu-, and the suffix -ūna of the imperfect (prefix-mode) and its derivations, and on -anna of the energicus. With stems, dots figure on the prefix ta-of stem V, as well as on infix -ta-of stem VIII and prefix -sta of stem X, even in the perfect of the two latter where the rasm is, due to alif al-waṣ l, unambiguous.
16 With nouns, dots go with the prefix ta-of the infinitive of stem II, and with the suffixes -īna of the strong masculine plural, -at (written with tāʾ ṭ awīla, not with tāʾ marbūṭ a!) of the feminine singular, and -āt of the feminine plural. No dots are found on the perfect suffixes -t and -nā and the imperfect prefix na-, although all go with an ambiguous rasm. Let us add that stem II, although in rasm easily confounded with stem I, never is marked as such.
Affixes of unambiguous rasm need no dots. Both the perfect and the conjunctive suffix -ū are marked by wāw + alif al-wiqāya, 17 as are the imperfect prefix -a and the imperativ prefix (i-) 18 by alif al-waṣ l. Stem III is clearly marked, in rasm, by the inclusion of alif, wāw or yāʾ, and stem IV has the characteristic prefix ʾa. Stems VII, IX, XI, etc. do not occur.
All other affixes do not occur in our texts. These are the perfect suffixes -ti, -tī (Middle Arabic), -ā, -atā, -nā, -tū (Middle Arabic), -tunna, -na and the imperfect suffixes -ī (Middle Arabic), -īna, -āni, -ā (Middle Arabic), and -na.
B. Particles (17 Types, 124 Tokens)
As often as with affixes do dots go with particles-another third of all occurences. This concerns the prepositions min, ʿan and ʿinda, ʿalà, ilà, fī, bi-, baʿda, bayna, ḥ īna, qabla and min qibali, the conjunctions in, an, inna and 15 Enclitic personal pronouns like -ī and -nī never carry dots. 16 For alif al-waṣ l marking stems VIII and X, see Diem 1979 Diem -1983 Fischer 1992, 141. 17 For alif al-wiqāya as the visual marker of the masculine plural, see Bergsträsser and Pretzl 1938, 41f.; Altheim and Stiehl 1965-1967 , part 1, 369; part 2, 5f.; Diem 1979 Diem -1983 Hopkins 1984, 51f.; Fischer 1992, 137. 18 For alif al-waṣ l marking the imperative of stem I, see also Diem 1979 Diem -1983 anna, fa-, and idā, and the aspect intensifyer qad. Obviously, most of the time dots are switched off, but if they are on, there is no doubt where to put them. This suits the fact that the basic unit of Arabic orthography is not the single character, but the single word as written in pausa, 19 and that Arabic orthography is not phonetic, but "paradigmatisch-derivationell," 20 i.e. it makes the etymology and morphology of a given word shine through. 21 Thus, e.g. in ‫ابﻟﻄﻌﺎم‬ bi-ṭ -ṭ aʿāmi (P.Heid.Arab. I 2.28), the reader is visually guided to interpret, first, ‫اﻟـ‬ as the definite article aṭ -followed by a noun beginning with ṭ . . ., and to read, second, ‫ﺑـ‬ marked by a dot as the preposition bi-, and, finally, he is left only with the noun ‫ﻃﻌﺎم‬ ṭ aʿām. Similarily, in ‫ـﺘﻜﯩﺮ‬ ‫ﻳﺴ‬ ‫و‬ wa-yastakbiru (DR 36), one reads ‫و‬ at the beginning of a word as the conjunction wa-, continues in the word following with the imperfect prefix ‫ﯾـ‬ ya-/yu-and the infix ‫ـﺴﺘـ‬ -st-of stem X, and ends up with the root k-b-r.
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Dots are-both with prepositions and with particles-used to mark them as such, i.e. as very frequent, but secondary elements.
C.1-2. Nouns and Verbs Dotted Occuring Twice or More (35 Types, 140 Tokens) and Nouns and Verbs Occuring Only Once (70 Types/Tokens)
Matters are different with the dotting of certain nouns and verbs. A good number of them occurs, in our three corpora, at least twice (and are also well attested thus in later documents). Verbs regularly dotted are, e.g. ‫اﺧﺪ‬ aḫ ada "to take," ‫ﺑﻌﺚ‬ baʿata "to send," ‫اﻋﻄﻲ‬ aʿṭ à "to give," ‫ﻛﯩﺐ‬ or ‫ﻛﺘﺐ‬ kataba "to write," as are nouns like ‫ارض‬ arḍ "earth," ‫ﺑﮟ‬ ibn "son," ‫ـﻨﻪ‬ ‫ﺳ‬ sana "year," ‫ﻛﺘٮ‬ kitāb "writ," ‫ﻛﻴﻞ‬ kayl (a measure unit), ‫ﯨﻔﺲ‬ or ‫ﯨڢﺲ‬ nafs "soul," and ‫انس‬ nās "people".
Other words occur, in our corpus, only once with dots, but the more documents we find, the more likely it is that we can assign them to the group of words regularily carrying dots. Such words are, e.g. ‫اﰏ‬ atà "to come," ‫ﺟﻌﻞ‬ gˇaʿala "to do," ‫ﺧﲑ‬ ḫ ayr "good," ‫دﻳﮟ‬ dīn "religion," ‫رب‬ rabb "lord," ‫راب‬ ribāʾ "usurious interest," ‫ﺳﺎں‬ šaʾn [šīn with dash above] "matter," ‫ﺷﺎى‬ or ‫ﳾ‬ šayʾ "something,"
24 ‫ﻋﺎﺟﺮ‬ ʿāgˇiz "unable [to carry out an official's duty]," ‫ﻣﻌﲔ‬ muʿīn "supporting [said of God]," ‫ﻣﻠﻴﻜﻪ‬ malāyika "angles," and ‫ﻧﯩﻄﺎر‬ ‫ا‬ ‫و‬ intiẓ ār "waiting."
There is no doubt that these verbs and nouns, most probably, were not dotted to mark them as elements of secondary importance, but to make them easy to recognize. Their dotting might be influenced by the tradition of orthography 25 but, at least for the moment, this remains conjectural.
C.3. (Mostly) Non-Arabic Names and Terms (54 Types, 64 Tokens)
Only marginally do we find diacritical dots in the narrower sense, i.e. to help the scribe to decipher a specific term. This is mostly found with Non-Arabic terms in transcription but even then full dotting occurs rarely. Many of these names (12 tokens) occur in the 17 ἐντάγια issued by Qurra as names of the communities which, in these ἐντάγια, had been assigned their share of the annual tribute. Additionally, all these ἐντάγια were written by Rāšid, the scribe of our corpus who was especially negligent in putting the Arabic casus. 27 Other occurences (5) can be traced to one of five scribes: aṣ -Ṣ alt, Yazīd, Murtid, Wāziʿ, and Muslim b. Lubnān. Yazīd and aṣ -Ṣ alt are also 24 For the orthography ‫ﺷﺎى‬ šayʾ, see Bergsträsser and Pretzl 1938, 49; 56f.; 254f.; Diem 1979 Diem -1983 , part 2, 103f.; Hopkins 1984, 8; 17f . (with further references). 25 The importance of orthographic tradition, in our case the influence of Aramaic on Arabic orthography, has been shown convincingly by Diem 1979 Diem -1983 , and also been stressed by Hopkins 1984, 12; 20; 50f. 26 Hirschfeld 1919 Hirschfeld -1920 stresses the fact that diacritical dots are more often found with names of persons and places. Similarly, Punic inscriptions mark the ending of a word more often, if mixed with Berber; Hirschfeld 1919 Hirschfeld -1920 . In Syriac, dots might go with names foreign in origin and unfamiliar to readers of Syriac; Segal 1953,19 . 27 Diem 1984a, 269. responsible for dotting Greek administrative terms like irdabb "ἀρτάβη," gˇasṭ āl "κυαίστωρ, quaestor," dīnār "δηνάριον," māzūt "μειζότερος [village elder]," and kūra "χώρα [district]" (where the feminin suffix -at might be dotted, see above). In some cases, only one dot was put in a context, but in most cases, dots were put in clusters, i.e. a scribe who had put one dot carried on, for some lines, sparsely dotting affixes and prepositions. In other cases, words which already had a proper dot were provided with some more, even not on affixes-a characteristic of the scribe Yazīd.
D. Mistakes (44 Types, 45 Tokens)
What about mistakes, possibly due to quick writing? Indeed, dots were misplaced inside the same word, like ‫ڡﻨﺎﻻ‬ which obviously needs to be read ‫ڡﺒﺎﻻ‬ qabbālan (P.Heid.Arab. I 3.25) or ‫ﻟڡﺬ‬ which should have been ‫ﻟڢﺪ‬ la-qad with qāf Magṙibī (P.Qurra 4.19). There is the case of ‫اﻟﯩﺎ/س‬ split over two lines where ‫س‬ sīn, at the beginning of the second line, carries a distinct dot which, I guess, should have its place on the nūn of ‫اﻟﯩﺎ‬ at the end of the first line (P.Cair.Arab. 148.9-10). Dots were sometimes erroneously placed at the preceeding or following word. In other cases, dots were placed so low that they seem to belong to the line below. Other mistakes occur where words were dotted like similar prepositions and conjunctions, and single dots were put instead of double ones. One case remains simply enigmatic.
Conclusions
How can we put our results in a wider context? The spare use of dots made writing quick, and reading the exclusive business of professional scribes. An outsider who tried to decipher words had no chance-one had to know in advance what the meaning was. This high level of ambiguity made Early Islamic administration almost as exclusive a business as Middle Persian administration had been-definitely another approach than the much more reader-friendly way Greek and Coptic were written and read, character by character or, in many cases, abbreviation by abbreviation. 29 28 Some dots are needless and even superfluous. Rāgib 1991a, 18, e.g. quotes a later document kept in Yale where in ‫اﻟﺮﺣﯩﻢ‬ ‫اﻟﺮﲪﮟ‬ ar-raḥ mān ar-raḥ īm, not only rāʾ has a dot below to distinguish it from zāy, but both mīms are dotted as well.
29 Hirschfeld 1919 Hirschfeld -1920 interprets the absence of word-separating dots and the existence of cursive writing, in Nabatean, Palmyrene, Mandaic and Arabic, as a sign of widespread literacy, sc. of those for whom these documents were meant.
Those scribes of Arabic used dots for two purposes. They used them, first, to mark affixes and, thereby, certain grammatical categories. This, at first sight, seems strange. But let us remember that Classical Arabic standard orthography still marks, on the rasm, a number of grammatical categories, such as e.g. the feminine suffix -at by tāʾ marbūṭ a, and the masculine plural by wāw + alif wiqāya. Christian Middle Arabic orthography even tends to mark on the rasm the suffix -a of all femine nouns with tāʾ marbūṭ a, thus ‫ﻋﺼﺎة‬ ʿaṣ āh "rod", 30 and the suffix -i of the feminine singular pronoun, perfect and imperfect with yāʾ, as in ‫ﻧﱵ‬ ‫ا‬ antī "you (f.)", ‫ﺗﺮﻛﱵ‬ taraktī "you (f.) left", and ‫ﺗﻜﺘﱯ‬ taktubī "you (f.) are writing", 31 not to speak of the use of the vowel sign ḍ amma to mark the passive, as, e.g., ‫ﻠﺐ‬ ‫وﺻُ‬ wa-ṣ uliba "and he was crucified" and even ‫ﻧﻔﻖ‬ ُ ‫ا‬ ‫و‬ ‫ﻧﻔﻖ‬ ‫ا‬ unfiq waunfaq "I shall spent and be spent". 32 If we look at other languages, Aramaic marks Arabic masculine nouns with -w. 33 Syriac puts a diacritical dot above or beneath a given rasm to differenciate between a stronger and a weaker pronuncation, as, e.g. haw "that" vs. hū "he" and qōṭ ēl "killing" vs. qṭ al "he killed", and two dots for the plural of nouns as in malkē "the kings" and malkātā "the queens". Persian likes to write the ī of the iḍ āfa, and mī, the marker of the imperfect, separately. We might also think of the French plurals ending on -s and -x, spoken-secondarily?-only in binding, and of some of the feminines on e muet.
Those scribes, secondly, focused their spare use of dots onto a small choice of individual words. Those words were mostly prepositions and a few frequently used verbs and nouns, plus some terms used occasionally, inter alia transcriptions of Greek and Bactrian names and terms. 34 And, again, the custom of writing certain words in different ways is well-known from Classical Arabic orthography, where words like ‫ﷲ‬ Allāh and ‫ﻫﺬا‬ hādā, etc. need to be written in scriptio defectiva. There are special cases like ‫ﲻﺮو‬ ʿAmr and ‫ﻣﺎﯾﺔ‬ miya, and in some cases final -ā is written with alif maqṣ ūra. 35 Apart from Arabic, this phenomenon is even widespread in Western languages like English and French, not to speak of the imponderabilities of the post-modern German 30 Blau 1966 Blau -1967 Hopkins 1984, 46-48; Blau 2002 , 34. 31 Antī: Blau 1966 -1967 Hopkins 1984, 63; katabtī: Blau 1966 katabtī: Blau -1967 Hopkins 1984, 68f.; taktubī: Blau 1966 taktubī: Blau -1967 32 Blau 1966 Blau -1967 For Aramaic -w with Arabic masculine nomina propria, see Diem 1973; Diem 1979 Diem -1983 Robin 2006, 325; 339f. 34 Diem 1979 Diem -1983 part 2, 78. Diem 1979 part 2, 78. Diem -1983 . also supposes that (Greek and Latin) foreign words in Aramaic were written differently from Arabic words with their close relationship to Aramaic words. 35 For the particular orthography of individual words, see Diem 1976, 259; Diem 1979 Diem -1983 Diem 1982, 186; Fischer 1992, 136. print-culture where the ability to play with orthography has become a major feature to distinguish the educated from the uneducated. Bergsträsser and Pretzl 1938, 27; Grohmann 1952, 88; Grohmann 1954, 101; Grohmann 1962, 31; Grohmann 1967 Grohmann -1971 Diem 1979 Diem -1993 Blau 1981, 127; 241; Hopkins 1984, 44; Blau 2002, 34; Robin 2006, 346. (DR 37), ‫ﺑﻮن‬ ‫ﻓﲑ‬ fa-yarbūna (P.Cair.Arab. 158 (P.Cair.Arab. 163.4, see Gruendler 1993, 44; P.Qurra 5.6 ), ‫ﯨﻪ‬ ‫ﺣﺰ‬ (P.Cair.Arab. 149.34) , ‫ﯾﻪ‬ ‫ﺣﺮ‬ (P.Heid.Arab. I 1.7).-ḫ alīfa: ‫ﺧﻠﯩڡﻪ‬ (PERF 558.6), ‫ﺣﻠﯩڡﺔ‬ [hāʾ with three dots above, read: ‫]ﺧﻠﯩڡﺔ‬ (Mecca.9).-‫رﲪﻦ‬ raḥ mān (P.Heid. Arab. I 12.1; P.BeckerLateinisches 1.3, see Gruendler 1993, 102; P.Khurasan 
Andreas Kaplony

